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Accessing and Putting 
Water to Productive Use 
in Sub-Saharan Africa9























































































































































Improving availability and 
suppO' of water will be 
meaningless if women and 
poor farmers are denied the 
right to make productive use 
of water and land. 
INCREASED AVAILABILITY: A 
PREREQUISITE FOR INCREASED 
ACCESS TO WATER 
Public and private sector investments in infrastructure, 
technologies and tools to augment and stabilize water supply is 
the first step towards improving and extending access to water 
for productive use in SSA. Investments are needed to: 
• improve water harvesting 
• develop and sustainably manage groundwater resources 
• develop a variety of built and natural water storage 
infrastructure at farm, community and basin levels. 
Groundwater, in particular, remains a relatively abundant but 
underused resource (Figure 11 ), with less than 5% of the water 
used for irrigation coming from groundwater. The major 
constraints to using groundwater include paucity of information on 
hydrogeological conditions, lack of access to affordable energy 
sources to drill and lift water and concerns over the capacity to 
sustainably manage the resource over the long term. 
Increased and stable water supply from all sources will help to 
expand sustainable irrigation at small, medium and large scales. 
Irrigation in SSA- Many Different Scales and Dimensions 
The irrigation landscape in SSA is characterized by a pluralistic 
system. In many countries, small-scale, farmer-managed 
irrigation systems producing high value horticulture crops for 
urban and peri-urban centers co-exist with large-scale public 
irrigation systems growing staple food and cash crops for 
domestic and regional export markets. In between these two 
extremes are medium-scale systems, often community-managed, 
growing staples, fruits and vegetables for domestic and regional 
markets. These irrigation systems differ in terms of organizational 
capacity needed to run and maintain them; their economic 
performance, including benefits and costs of operation and 
maintenance; and the implications they hold for livelihoods, 
food security and the environment. 
Many smallholder farmers, including women and youths, engage 
in small-scale irrigation without government support and use their 
own resources to buy irrigation equipment, either individually or 
in small groups. They access water that is available in shallow 
groundwater, rivers, lakes and reservoirs. This farmer-driven 
irrigation system has proven successful, cheap and adaptable 
and is expanding rapidly. It provides significant direct and 
indirect benefits to poor farmers. For instance, in Burkina Faso, 
dry season small-scale irrigated vegetable and rice production 
increased incomes by USO 200-600 per farm household 
over one dry season. But small-scale irrigation is growing in a 
spontaneous, unplanned and unregulated manner and faces 
several challenges. 
Following a sharp decline in investments in the early 2000s, there 
is now a renewed interest in large-scale public irrigation schemes 
by governments, donors and development banks. This is partly 
driven by the volatility in food prices and the risk this poses 
to millions of vulnerable poor people. Commercial large-scale 
irrigation schemes are also being developed to accompany the 
wave of foreign investment in agricultural land in SSA. 
A recent evaluation of large-scale public irrigation schemes 
in Sahelian West Africa showed mixed results in terms of 
contribution of these schemes to national food security and 
cost-benefit performance. While there is room for large-scale 
irrigation schemes in SSA, new investments must be guided by 
lessons learned from the failure of earlier schemes in Africa and 
Asia. For new schemes to succeed, sound technical, institutional 
and policy measures are needed, as is the use of new tools 
and techniques (e.g. remote sensing and satellite images) to 
improve water management and water use efficiency and reduce 
environmental problems. 
GOVERNANCE SYSTEMS ARE NEEDED TO 
GUARANTEE WATER AND LAND RIGHTS 
FOR WOMEN AND OTHER POOR FARMERS. 
Millions of poor farmers, including women, hold tenuous and 
unsecured water and land rights in many parts of SSA. Existing 
customary and institutional factors as well new drivers, such as 
large-scale foreign investment in agricultural land that displaces 
poor land users, have exacerbated this situation. Any effort to 
improve availability and supply of water will be meaningless if 
women and poor farmers are denied the rights to make effective 
and productive use of water and land. 
Research by the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) 
indicates that if women had the same access to resources as 
men, they could increase yields on their farms by 20-30%; 
globally this would help to reduce the number of people who 
are hungry by 150 million. 
Forward-looking governance systems are needed to strengthen 
and guarantee the water and land rights of poor rural farmers, 
including women, to promote equity and to enable them to make 
productive use of available water to enhance food security and 
their livelihoods. 
44 On Target for People and Planet: Setting and Achieving Water-related Sustainable Development Goals 
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